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few years ago, Pressley (1998) wrote a book about elementary-level literacy

instruction, Reading Instruction That Works: The Case for Balanced Teaching.
A main message in that book is that excellent elementary literacy instruction bal-
ances skills instruction (e.g.. phonics, comprehension strategies teaching) and holis-
tic literacy opportunities (reading of authentic literature, composing in response to
text). In making that case, Pressley reviewed substantial evidence validating the pos-
itive impacts on literacy achievement of many elements of elementary literacy
instruction. He also reviewed evidence that beginning literacy classrooms in which
achievement is high are typified by balanced teaching.

The message was strong and clear that the two warring camps in elementary lit-
eracy were both wrong. The available evidence favors neither those promoting pre-
dominantly skills-focused literacy teaching nor those favoring environments filled
with holistic experiences to the exclusion of skills instruction (e.g.. whole language).

The term “balance” has definitely caught on. As is often the case. however.
many began to wrap themselves in the term without regard to whether their position
was consistent with Pressley’s (1998) intention in Reading Instruction Thar Works.
Thus, in the past several years, many other books have used the phrase “balanced
instruction” or some variation of this phrase. Some of these recent books suggest
heavy doses of skills, with many pages devoted to conceptualizing, describing, and
defending skills instruction while mentioning holistic opportunities only in passing.
Others devote many pages lo conceptualizing, describing, and defending holistic
teaching, and recommend skills instruction as something that can be done in the con-
text of holistic reading and writing and only when the need arises.

We should have anticipated imbalanced conceptions of balanced teaching.
Before Pressley wrote the book on balanced literacy instruction, he edited one with
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Ellen Mcinvre (Mceintyre & Pressies. 1996, That text offered u variety of concep-
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uons of balance. 1rom concepuons more heavily favoring skills teaching 10 those
clearly in the whole language camp. That somewhat confusing mishmash of con-
ceptions. in facl. motivated the emphasis 1 Pressley’s subsequent bools that balanced
instruction really means o lot of skills mstruction in the context of massive holistic
teaching!

Since his 199& book. nothing has happened to persuade Presslev that he erred
in favoring balanced mstrucuon as concerved i that volume. despite the dual per-
spectives—those of some skills enthusiasts who believe that balanced instruction is
simply whole language in thin disguise and some whole language theorists who view
balanced mstruction as skills mstruction warimed over. s criues ok aini, Pressiey
and nis collesguess just kept studying eficcuve and meffective elementary instruc-

tion. Whenever they have found an elementary classroonm in which literacy engage-
ment was high, they found balanced teaching as conceived in the 1998 book. as wel]
as evidence that literacy development was on course.

In this chapter. we review the evidence [or balanced literacy instruction in the
elementary years, focusing especially on recent developments that increase confi-
dence in the 1998 conception. In doing so. we specifically make the case that the bal-
anced instructional model is particularly appropriate and beneficial for students who
have initial difficulties in learning to read and write. What will become apparent by
the end of the article is that balanced instruction requires knowledge of how to carry
out effective skills instruction as well as high awareness of how to teach holistic
reading and writing. Balanced classrooms reveal both forms of instruction, teaching

that is both complicated and coherent, as well as tailored to the needs of individual
students.

BALANCING MANY ELEMENTS OF INSTRUCTION

A central claim made here is that excellent literacy instruction is balanced with

respect to skills and holistic components. The following discussion explains how we
know this to be the case.

survey of Yominated-Fiffective Primary Teachers

about their literacy instruction practices. The first challenge was 10 identify a sam-
ple of teachers. To do so. Pressley el al. wrote to 50 reading supervisors across the

Pressley. Rankin. and Yokoi (1996) surveved well-respected primary-grade teachers

nation and asked each of them to nominate one kindergarten, one grade-1. and one
grade-2 teacher in their district as effective in educating their students to become
readers and writers. In general. the supervisors nominated teachers whom they had
observed directly and who had excellent reputations with administrators, other
teachers, and/or parents as being effective in stimulating literacy development.

In the first phase of the investigation, each nominated teacher was asked to list
1O instructional practices essential to his or her literacy instruction. Teachers who
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responded in the first phase mentioned more than 300 different practices. In the sec-
ond phase of the study. the teachers responded to a more focused questionnaire,
which posed one question for each of the 300 practices cited in the first phase of the
study. 1o determine the prevalence of the various practices.

The overarching finding in the study was that these primary-grade teachers did
many different things to support and encourage the literacy development of their stu-
dents. The teachers in this study reported being extremely eclectic n their literacy
instruction. Yes. this group favored whole-language principles. with 97% reporting
that their instruction reflects at least somewhat the tenets of whole-language instruc-
tion. Yet they also reported offering {requent skills instruction. both in the context of
actual reading and writing and in lessons in which the skills were 1solated and pre-
sented in @ decontexrualized situation,

Their responses did not seem to be consistent with any of the more extreme per-
spectives that have been offered in the literacy debates of the 20th century. They cer-
tainly did not advocate skills-first instruction, nor did their responses reveal anything
consistent with a whole-word approach. Their version of whole language was tem-
pered by much attention to skills instruction, although the more committed the
teacher was to whole language, the less skills instruction he or she reported.

These teachers were committed to balancing a number of components, some
more consistent with whole language and some more consistent with skills instruc-
tion. Although a number of primary-level researchers (e.g., Adams, 1990; Cazden,
1992; Delpit, 1986; Duffy, 1991; Fisher & Hiebert, 1990; McCaslin, 1989; Pressley,
1994; Stahl, McKenna, & Pagnucco, 1994) had advocated such balancing before this
study appeared, Pressley, Rankin, and Yokoi (1996) fleshed out the balancing model.
Their teacher reports raised the possibility that the balance model was extremely
complicated. Based on Pressley, Rankin, and Yokoi (1996), effective curricular bal-
ancing is analogous to juggling hundreds of balls in the air. To further complicate
this intricate juggling act, the precise balance of balls varies from child to child and
situation to situation during the school day.

Followup on Literacy Development

One of the most interesting and surprising findings of the survey of nominated-effec-
dve primary-grades teachers was the teachers’ reports about teaching struggling
seginning readers. Basically. they said that instruction for struggling readers did not
differ qualitatively from instruction for their other students. Yes, skills instruction
was more extensive and intensive than with normally achieving students, but strug-
oling readers also were immersed in literature and writing experiences.

This finding was intriguing enough to prompt Rankin-Erickson and Pressley
2000) to follow it up. Specifically, the follow-up research surveyed primary-level
:eachers who are especially concerned with struggling readers—that is, primary-
level special education teachers whom their administrators considered to be highly
>ffective in stimulating literacy development. The methodology in the study was
similar to the methodology in the Pressley et al. (1996) investigation, with an
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Tollowed DV g delatled quesuontdre dsking leachers about each ol the mstrucuonal
practices they mentioned 1n their open-ended responses

Just as was the case with the survey ol nominated-effective primary-level 1each-
ers. the nominated-effective. primary-level special educators mentioned hundreds of
specific elements of instruction in thelr responses to the open-ended question. The
second questionnaire tapped 436 mnstructional practices. as had been the case i the
Presslev, Rankin. and Yokoi (19961 studs.

The most interesting. overarching conclusion of the study was that the instruc-
uon reported by the nominated-cffecuve. primuary-level special educawors was not
much different from the nstruction reporicd by the nominated-eficctive first-erade
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also reported extensive literature and wriling experiences. ln “cnual thc explicit-
ness and completeness of sKills instruction was reported as increasing with the sever-
ity of the students” difficulties in learning to read.

Although some skills instruction was portrayed as decontextualized. most skills
instruction was reported Lo oceur in the context of real reading and writing. These
teachers were emphatic in stating that whole language and skills instruction are not
contradictory but, rather, complementary approaches in their instruction of strug-

gling beginning readers. The teachers reported providing education to students in
Sp@(_la] education that was not much different from the instruction they provided to
other students. The special education students did receive more intensive sound-, let-
ter-, and word-level skills instruction, but they also received the rich mix of literacy
experiences that excellent primary-grades general education teachers reported pro-
viding to average and above-average students.

Observations of Outstanding Teachers

Pressley and his associates followed up the surveys with observational studies of
some outstanding primary-level teachers—in particular. outstanding grade-! teach-
ers. The observations of classrooms were complemented by interviews, The data
were analvzed using a method known as consianr comparison (Strauss & Corbin.
1990). The mtial result was a detailed summary of the elements of instruction for
each classroom in the study and how those elements were related 1o one another.
Then the results for individual classroom were analyzed o generate more ceneral
conclusions across classrooms.

Upstate New York Sludy

In the first such study (Wharton-McDonald. Pressley. & Hampston, 1998). adminis-
trators and reading specialists in a number of upstate New York school districts were
asked to nominate a lirst-grade teacher in their district whose teaching was consid-
ered exemplary in p[‘omolinﬂ literacy. and another teacher in the district who was
considered more typical of the districCs grade-1 teachers. When the study began. the




sample consisted of 10 teachers. 5 of whom were nomunated as outstanding in pro-

moting their students” literacy and 5 of whom were nominated as more typical.

Several observers made multiple visits to the 10 first-grade classrooms. The vis-
its to a classroom continued until the observers were confident that they were com-
ing (o no new insights about what was going on 1 the classroom. The teacher nter-
views were driven by the observations. That is. questions were designed o clarify
what the observers had seen during the classroom visits. and each interview was tai-
Jored 10 what they had seen 1n each teacher’s own classroom.

As part of the observations. the researchers explicitly looked for indicators of
literacy achievement in classrooms, because the researchers did not want 1o accept
the school district’s appraisals of teachers as exemplary or more tvpical withouot any
corroboration. Three indications of achievement characierized classrooms with high
literacy achievement compared to those with less achievement:

1. By the end of the study, reading achievement clearly was betier in some
classrooms than others. That is, in some classrooms most students were
reading books at or above grade level by the end of first grade, whereas in
other classrooms many students were reading books well below grade level.

. By the end of the year, writing was more advanced in some classrooms than
in other classrooms. In some classrooms most students were writing longer
than one-page stories that were reasonably coherent. In these same class-
rooms, the students’ punctuation, capitalization, and spelling were often
quite good. In contrast, in the classrooms taught by more typical teachers,
the stories were much shorter on average (e.g.. perhaps two or three lines
long) with less evidence that students understood and correctly used punc-
tuation, capitalization, and spelling conventions.

. In some classrooms student engagement was much more consistent than in
other classrooms (i.e., in some classrooms, more of the students engaged in
productive reading, writing. or other academic activity more of the time than
in other classrooms). Most striking. classrooms with high reading achieve-
ment also showed high writing achievement. Moreover. in the classes with
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high reading and writing achievement. most students seemed to be working
productively on literacy tasks most of the time.

During the course of the study. one teacher dropped out because of personal rea-
sons unrelated to the study. leaving a total of 9 teachers who were observed and
interviewed over the course of the year. Of these nine. three stood out in promoting
reading achievement, writing achievement. and engagement. (Two of these origi-
nally were nominated as outstanding teachers, and one was originally nominated as
more typical of his district.) Three teachers stood out as not being as successful as
the others in getting their children to read and write and be engaged in literacy activ-
ities. Three were in the middle with respect to success in promoting their students’
literacy and engagement.

In addition to differences in achievement. some striking differences became
apparent in the teaching in classrooms with high achievement on average, especially
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which J‘uzldillg and wriung achievement seemed :‘.\]'w;mlj_\ posiuve. the students
seemed most motivated 1o achieve. with high engagement i these classes. Studenty
in these classes were reading and writing all the time:
Put simply. literacy was part of virtually everything that went on i the top three
classrooms. When we asked one teacher to estimate what percentage of her students’
day was spent actively reading. she replied:

do o hereoas seomtegrated that, 1o doany

I would siy evervihing

acuvily 1 here. they need 1o read sometinng. So bwould say for evervthing
we do e here there 1s o readimg portion. So most of the day...they are

mmersed it textt So—wells vou ust Dind wiys 1o mcorporate i

il sTintlaie toe cal Do dUiv L ol alis sas Jl vO L0 o TLau
that sign. So I'd beuer stop. read the sign. and then 2o i 1ty just there.
1Us part of your day. And that's how itis in here, too. (Wharton-McDonald
etal., 1998.p. 119)

In fact, in these classes, 90% of the time when observers looked around and esti-
mated the percentage of students who were on task, 90% of the students were on
task. The high-achieving classrooms were busy classrooms, abuzz with reading and
writing activity.

Although all nine teachers combined skills instruction with reading literature
and writing, the teachers with the highest achieving students seemed to integrate the
skills instruction with the holistic activities better than did the teachers whose stu-
dents had lower levels of achievement. During the interviews the teachers with high-
achieving students were emphatic that neither an exclusive skills orientation nor an
exclusive whole-language approach would fit their students well. According to one
of the three teachers with the highest achievement, teaching beginning reading is

a fine balance between immersing the child in whole language and teach-
ing through...sounds. going back to using skills. . . . If you don’t have a
balance. it’s kind of like trying to fit a square through a circle. It doesn’t
work. You don’t connect with everyone if you don’t use a variety of [teach-
ing] strategies. (Wharton-McDonald et al.. 1998, p. 114)

Given the predominance of the whole-language model in upstate New York. we were
struck at how open these teachers were about thewr skills instruction. with two of the

three even using basal materials to develop phonics skills in students. In contrast,

teacher in the low-achieving group explained the purpose of her reading groups in

this way:

Well. basically. when we read out of the basal books. it's pretty much read-

ing the next story. whatever that may be. and then there are some. . . .
workbook pages. . .. The workbook page isell is an assessment ol what
they read—and how they follow. even down the page. .. . But just orally
listening to them read: watching them to see if they're paying attention,

following along while others read. You know. you can tell so much just in
that short time—how they’re coming along.” (Wharton-McDonald et al.,
1998, p. 116)




What was also striking during every visit to the three most balanced classrooms
was the number of skill-oriented mini-lessons. These teachers seemed 10 monitor
their students carefully to detect which ones needed a mini-lesson and when they
needed it (e.g.. a mini-lesson on the sound “h” makes as a student struggled 1o spell
the word “heart”). Despite the frequency of mini-lessons, these classes never seemed
like skills-driven classrooms, because the students were immersed in reading excel-
lent children’s trade books and in writing real stories and essays.

In contrast 1o the teachers of students with the highest achievement. the other
cachers who were observed did not integrate skills instruction and holistic experi-
:nces nearly as well. Rather, classrooms seemed (0 have times set aside for skills
eaching and times set aside for reading and writing. For example. in observing
lasses with lower achievement, the spelling lessons had no laler connection Lo
ipelling during writing (invented spellings in compositions were accepted, even for
vords covered in spelling lessons). The connection between skills learning and
ipplication in the highest achieving classrooms was not as apparent in the other
lassrooms observed in this investigation.

Classrooms with the highest achievement always had a great deal going on—in
articular, a lot of instruction. Even mundane events, such as filling a stapler, were
-ansformed into lessons in the classrooms with the highest achievement (e.g., the
s:acher asked students to name the color of the stapler—which was silver, a new
ocabulary word for them). In the higher-achieving classrooms, classroom routines,
ach as dismissal, were transformed into instruction (e.g., by requiring students to
sell words to get into the dismissal line). In contrast, instruction was not nearly as
wch an every-minute thing in first-grade classes with lower achievement. Many
1ore lessons in the higher-achieving classes involved scaffolding; the teacher pro-
ided just enough support so the student could begin to make progress on a task but
ot so much as to be doing the task for the student.

Scaffolding required that the teacher monitor students carefully and consis-
ntly. It also required that the teacher thoroughly understood the tasks students were
tempting (e.g.. having a complete knowledge of phonics to be able to scaffold stu-
:nts” sounding out words). Scaffolding was everywhere in the-high achieving class-
oms and much more prominent in the higher-achieving than the lower-achieving
455€e8,

In the higher-achieving classrooms students were strongly encouraged to do
ings on their own as much as possible. As children were taught word attack.
elling. and comprehension strategies, they also were taught to use the strategies
enever they were appropriate. When students did self-regulate, teachers with high-
bieving classes often noted the self-regulation and reinforced it. Thus, after a boy
med Kevin self-corrected himself during reading, his teacher remarked, “When
vin made a mistake, what did he do? . . . Yes, he went back over it. 1t’s okay to

tke mistakes.” Teachers with high-achieving students consistently encouraged stu-
ats to self-monitor how well they were doing and to make corrections as NECessary,

The higher-achieving classrooms revealed a thorough integration of reading and
iing. Consistently, students were asked to respond to what they read by writing.
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Also. students in the high-achieving classes did a grear deal of reading of their own

writing. especially themr rough drafts. as part of revising. Often. writing assignments
required research. so hltldgmf. had to find materials i the lbrary and other places
and then read them. Then the students wrote about the topic by incorporating ideas
from the materials they found i the library. Projects such as this permitted an nte-
eration of reading. writing. and content learning. These crosscurricular connections
were promment n the igh-achieving classrooms
The teachers with gh-uchievimg classes had high expectations that their stu-
ents could learn and that they could be readers and writers. The effective 1eachers
;‘mn]l'lmu:ulcd a can-de” antitude e their studente, Discinling was not a problem in
Cidsaiuulils ClidlacteriZzed Oy Zu':'h achievenment. Ti::.‘»: icuchiers had o SCU O Toutinges
for the tasks that were repeated every day. with morning meetings. movement (o spe-
cial classes, and dismissals all taking place efficiently. Clearly, in these classrooms
much planning had occurred in advance of the school day. but at the same time these
k teachers seemed to be able 1o accommodate flexibly the moment-by-moment needs
: of their students, many of which were unpredictable (e.g.. providing mini-lessons to
small groups of students when a need became apparent).

In summary, the strong classrooms in the Wharton-McDonald et al. (199§)
study evidenced a balancing of a number of instructional components. Of particular
relevance, all the students in the very best classrooms were integrated well into the
balanced instruction, with every student receiving both skills instruction and holistic

experiences at his or her competency level.

National Study of Grade-1 Teachers

After Wharton-McDonald et al., Pressley et al. (2001: see also Pressley, Allington,
Wharton-McDonald, Block, & Morrow, 2001) studied a national sample of grade-1
teachers. Again, some teachers were outstanding in promoting achievement of their
students and others were less effective. As in Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998). t}

balancing of skills teaching and holistic instruction was more certain in the strong

classrooms than the weaker classrooms.

Also consistent with the Wharton-McDor uld et al. (1998) study. much instruc-

tion was going on—of letter- and sound-level skills. word recognition skills. vocab-
ulary. comprehension strategies. and writing sim[eg}t.\. And the students were read-

ing excellent literature. 1icmmrc that expands children’s knowledge and

understanding of the world. Every child in these classrooms was imimersed in this

rich mult icomponem instructional \mr]d a world in which every child received a

balance of skills instruction and holistic experiences appropriate for him or her.

Motivation Studies

Most recently, Pressley and his colleagues had noted that the effective teachers they
studied engaged their students in literacy mstruction. They did much to motivate stu-
dents to read and write. Thus. Bogner. Raphael. and Pressley (in press) decided to

focus a study of grade-1 literacy instruction on motivation. They observed 7 arade-

classrooms for a vear. Two of these classrooms were distinguished in that their
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students were much more engaged in reading and wriung than m the other class-
rooms. The engagement was not accidental, however. for the engaging leachers.
compared (o the other five teachers. did much to mouvate their students. In fact. the
w0 most engaging teachers each used more than 40 different mechanisms to moti-
vate their students to do things literate (Raphael. Bogner, Pressley. Shell. & Masters,
2001). including the following:

encouraging cooperative learning

downplaving competition

holding students accountable for their performances

projecting high expectations

scaffolding studen learning

making library and crosscurricular connections to content covered 1 class
encouraging autonomy and choice

having a gentle, caring manner

interacting with students positively, making home-school connections
providing opportunistic mini-lessons

reteaching when students failed to understand the first time

making personal connections with students

supporting appropriate risk-taking

making the classroom fun

encouraging creative and independent thinking by students.

The classrooms of the two really engaging teachers were distinguished by interest-
ing content and tasks, appropriately challenging material, and depth of coverage.
The really engaging teachers also presented abstract content personally and con-
cretely, had clear learning objectives, used effective praise and feedback, modeled
thinking and problem-solving skills, encouraged stick-with-it-ness, and explained
the relevance of what was being taught. The engaging teachers encouraged their stu-
dents to believe they could achieve their goals with effort. Their classroom manage-
ment was superb, so good that disciplinary events rarely occurred and were hardly
noticeable when they did. The engaging teachers always knew what every member
of the class was doing and intervened when students seemed puzzled or were not
making progress.

One of the exemplary teachers from the nationwide study of effective first-grade
literacy instruction (Pressley, Wharton-McDonald, et al., 2001) came from a district
that implemented the Reading Recovery program. Reading Recovery is an early
intervention program used typically with {irst-grade students who are making slow
progress in learning to read in the general classroom (Lyons, Pinnell, & DelFord,
1993). Students are taken out of the classroom for a half hour daily for the one-to-
one tutoring that is Reading Recovery.

These sessions follow a structured format, balancing phonics with strategy
instruction during scaffolded reading and writing. The tutoring can continue for as
long as a semester. The exemplary teacher, who had been trained as a Reading



Recovery witor. was mcorporating into her classroom teaching many of the istruc-
tional practices and strategies of Reading Recovery.

That this one teacher incorporated so much of Reading Recovery into classroom
instruction prompled Roehrig. Pressley. and Sloup (2001) 1o explore how othe
teachers in the same district were transterring into their classrooms what they had
learned as Readine Recovery tuors.

' el primary-level teachers were observed over
the course of two vears. Avain. the method of constunt comparison was used ( Strausy
& Corbim. 19900 in the iterative process of data collection and analvsis. Teachery
witl more Lrainimy and experiernce 1l very were more lijieh

o use e
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e general clussroom mstruction, and their instruction seemed more like the
instruction of exemplary teachers in the earlier studies (Roehrig et al., in press). In
particular, the literacy instruction of these teachers was a complex balance of direc
instruction, often in the form of mini-lessons and in the context of authentic reading
and writing activities. with the teachers being particularly sensitive to the compe-
tencies of each student and the scaffolding necessary for development of self-regu-
lation.

As this article is being published. Sara Dolezal, Lindsey Mohan, Melissa
Vincent, and Michael Pressley are carrying out a similar analysis at the grade-3 level.
The preliminary results are similar: The minority of grade-3 teachers are really
engaging, and the engaging teachers are doing much to motivate their students rela-
tive to the less engaging teachers.

The Pressley group has generated a great deal of research establishing that
excellent elementary instruction entails a complex balancing of a number of compo-
nents including both skills-based and holistic tasks. Also. much goes on to encour-
age students” will to learn. to encourage their engagement in literacy-development
tasks, especially real reading and writing.

WELL VALIDATED COMPONENTS OF BALANCED
PEEMENTARY LITERACY INSTRUCTION

If the results described in the last section have not been received positivelv by those
who are strongly committed to skills instruction or whole language. thev have been
received enthusiastically by many others who recognize that effective instruction
must include multiple components. Even so. for the most part. literacy researchers

have concerned themselves with particular elements of instruction as they have car-

ried out research on effective practice. This is consistent with the true experiment
being a high ideal for establishing a cause-and-effect relationship between an
instructional practice and an educational outcome (National Reading Panel. 2000).

True experiments lend themselves well to evaluating individual components of
instruction. In fact. the many true experiments and quasi-experiments focusing on
reading instruction have provided a great deal of information about components that

can be added to mstruction with benefit. (Quasi-experiments involve comparisons




